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ABSTRACT
The beloved disciple
The identity o f the "Beloved Disciple" in the Gospel according to John remains an
unsolved problem and should therefore be investigated again. The different
appearances o f the "Beloved Disciple" in the Gospel are discussed, inter alia in a socialhistorical perspective. The role o f the "Beloved Disciple" as literary figure could have
been taken by any disciple who had faith and read the Gospel as it was intended and
thus recognized the truth about Jesus Christ. A s children o f God such people are
however included in the household o f this disciple, whom Jesus loved.
In the Gospel according to John there are many puzzles to be solved. One of the
oldest unsolved problem s is the identity of the mysterious person with the wellsounding nam e of Beloved Disciple^. Down to the present day the interpreters
mostly kept themselves busy with the question of his physical identity^. Since they
argued that he must have been one of the intimate disciples of Jesus, they used the
lists of the names of the disciples, found in the Synoptics'*, to supply this mysterious
person with a known historical name. T he most common solution found in the
history of in terp retatio n is that he must have been John, the son o f Zebedee^.
Convinced by their own speculation, these scholars regarded the problem as solved,
not investigating it any further. It can, however, also be asked, how one of the
disciples of Jesus could have acquired the honorary title of ‘Beloved Disciple’, or
which literary function has been ascribed to this disciple from chapter 13 further on.
In this pap er a closer look will be taken at the above-m entioned two
questions. It should be kept in mind th a t references to the so-called Beloved
Disciple only start in chapter 13, as was convincingly argued by F Neirynck® who
wrote: 'T he observation made before remains valid: The first presentation of ‘one of
th e disciples whom Jesus loved’ in 13:23 and its reco llectio n in 21:20 do not
recommend the search for an allusion to the Beloved Disciple in the Gospel before
chapters 13 to 20." Nevertheless, it is possible to illustrate from chapters 1-12, that
the author did not intend favouring one special disciple over and against the others.
E H aenchen^ has indeed regarded this view of favouring one disciple over and
against the others, as a tricky problem. However, already in chapter 11 Lazarus and
his two sisters are explicitly called friends of Jesus who are loved by him^. In the
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introductory headline of chapter 13, we read in the first verse that Jesus’ intensely
loved his own people, whom he was leaving behind in the world. The viewpoint of
H aen ch en rev eals a m odern pedagogical way of thinking which can n o t be
substantiated from the text itself.
T he introductory verse of chapter 13 clearly refers the reader back to
preceding events which on their part again identify the events narrated in chapter 13
as part of the Passion narrative^. Jesus knows - as can be seen from 12:23 - that his
hour has finally come. He has chosen this hour of his own free will, since he already
remarked in 10:17f'^: "I lay down my life, to receive it back again. No one takes it
away from me; 1 am laying it down of my own free will. I have the right to lay it
down, and I have the right to receive it back again". That this act of "laying down his
life" is an expression of his love for his own, is clearly stated in 10:15ii: "I lay down
my life for my sheep". Consequently, in 13:1 a short, vivid summary is found of what
the reader actually can and should know about the Passion of Jesus.
O ut of own choice Jesus follow ed this b ru tal way. T his is clearly
illustrated in the following scene of Jesus washing the feet of his disciples. He is not
drawn into death against his will, just as he is not forced to wash the feet of his
disciples. The brief remark in verse 2 of the encouragement of Judas by the devil to
betray Jesus, therefore comes as no surprise to the readeri^ The urgency of the
moment is stressed in this way. This urgent moment forces Jesus to react in order to
stay in com m and o f the situ atio n . T h a t he stays in co m p lete com m and is
emphatically stated in 13:19. Here the reader finds a reference to the way in which
even encourages Satan to complete his work through Judas quickly. In this way the
Johannine Jesus actually prepares his own death. As Joh 13:3 expresses clearly,
everything was given to him by his fath er - also laying down his life and thus
completing his mission successfully. By completing his task through his death he will
be able to retu rn to his heavenly F ather. In short, with this w ell-form ulated
introduction and description of the situation, the author has laid the foundation for
illuminating the two following events, which expresses three interwoven motives,
namely the sovereignity of Jesus, his passion for his own and the consequences
thereof for discipleship. Both scenes are also intertwined with the motives of the
betrayal of Jesus and the outcome of Jesus’ actions for discipleship. They are not to
be read and interpreted separately, as many interpreters like to do (for example:
betrayal Joh. 13:8,10,19; discipleship 13:8,15,16,20).
T he w ords of Jesus in 13:18 are especially relevant for our question.
There the Johannine Jesus acknowledges that the betrayal and the election of the
disciples are correlated. This view is supported in 13:10: "Anyone who has bathed
needs no further washing. He is clean all over!..." These above-m entioned two
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motives are already linked in 6:64-70. Jesus has elected twelve disciples, but only
eleven of them have been given to him by the Father.
With these insights from the first part of chapter 13 in mind, we can now
turn to the second part. The second part (13:21-30) is mainly written to describe
Jesus’ definition of his betrayer. The characterization of the betrayer as being
possessed by the devil allows Jesus m oreover to claim in 14:30: "I shall not talk
much longer with you, for the prince of this world approaches. He has no right over
me", or further on in 16:30: "I have overcome the world". This description of the
betrayer and his actions, is linked to the election to discipleship, as can be seen in
Joh 6:64-70 and 13:10-11,18-19. This is especially true when read in a socialhistorical perspective.
At first it must be clarified why the Beloved Disciple was invited to sit/lie
on one of the privileged places next to Jesus. The parable in Lk 1 4 :7 -lli‘* supplies
us with the first hint: "When Jesus noticed how the guests were trying to acquire the
places of honour, he spoke to them in a parable. ‘When somebody asks you to a
wedding feast, do not sit down in the place of honour. It may be that somebody
more distinguished than yourselves has been invited, and the host will come to say
to you: Give this man your seat. Then you will look foolish when you go to take the
lowest place. No, when you receive an invitation, go and sit down in the lowest
place, so that when your host comes, he will say: come up higher my friend. Then all
your fellow guests will see the respect in which you are held’. For everyone who
exalts himself will be humbled and whoever humbles himself will be exalted". There
is also another parallel in Heliodore, Aethiopica 3.10: "When we arrived at the party
(the host) Theagenes gave Charicles (a high priest and philosopher) the place on
the couch next to himself and treated me (as his um bra) with all respect too for
Charicles’ sake". (Cf also Horace 2.serm.8). In these quoted texts it becomes clear
that the host has the right to allocate seats for the guests. The criteria for allocating
seats were the social position of the guest as well as the respect in which the host
held the guest. T he first lesson to be learn t from Luke 14:11 for th e b e tte r
understanding of the first part of John 13 is that the one who humbles himself will
be taken to the place of honour. In the light of this rem ark, Jesus, humiliating
himself will be glorified by the Father. The second lesson is that Jesus alone has the
right to allocate seats, and also to allocate the seat of honour. T herefore the
position of the Beloved Disciple is based on a decision of Jesus to honour him
specifically. Being the crucial last meal for Jesus with his disciples, it should be
asked why the Beloved Disciple was especially honoured in this way. The answer to
this important question is not yet given in chapter 13.
Returning to the tension between betrayal and election, it should be stated
that election to discipleship always includes the possibility of betraying Jesus. This
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is indeed implied in chapter 6 and is realized in the person of Jude in chapter 13 and
eventually done in chapter 18 later on. The question, however, remains whether the
same could be true of the Beloved Disciplei^. According to 13:28 none of the
eleven, including the beloved one, knew who the betrayer would be. Not even the
Scriptures could help them answer this question, since the disciples only grasped the
true meaning of Scripture after the resurrection: "After his resurrection his disciples
recalled what he had said, and they believed the Scripture and the words Jesus had
spoken" (Joh 2:22). Although Peter actually asked who the betrayer would be, this
question can only be answered by the disciples when Jesus is actually betrayed. This
illuminates the understanding of Joh 20:9 where the Beloved Disciple and Peter
were not able to understand the relation between what was written in the Scriptures
and Jesus’ resurrection'<>.
In ch ap ter 19:25-27 the Beloved D isciple is m entioned again. This
passage may be crucial for answering some of the questions remaining from chapter
13. Normally this impressive scene at the foot of the cross is regarded as the last
extraordinary deed of Jesus^^. In the hour of his death he does not forget the plight
of his possibly widowed mother. He leaves her in the care of the Beloved Disciple.
He actually accepts all the duties of a first-born son. In this scene the reader could
find an answer to the question why the Beloved Disciple was specifically honoured
by Jesus in chapter 13. The Beloved Disciple willingly accepted the responsibility
laid on him to care for Jesus’ m other and could thus be seen as an exam ple of
brotherly love.
When, however, modern readers try to understand this scene through the
eyes o f the ancient readers, its full implication can be appreciated. Then it will be
realized that the B eloved Di.sciple actually took upon him the duties o f the other
brothers o f Jesus (Joh 2:12; 7:1-13)*®. The duty to care for one’s parents is not only
clearly described in the fifth commandment o f the Decalogue, but is also a common
instruction o f H ellenistic ethical codes. A law o f Solon'^ for example with the title
"Evil deeds against som eone’s parents" (yovéojv KaKtoou;) (C f Plato, Laws 931 a-e;
Xenophon, M emorabilies 2 .2 . 1 3 ) 20 , precisely describes the punishment o f children
for ill-treatin g their parents. Ill-treatm ent included for instance b eating o n e ’s
parents ( to ximTeii/) not supplying them with food and clothes ( to jifi Tpé(|»eiv) (Cf
Aristophanes, Wasps 729-759.1004-1006), excluding them from family life (to jafi
n a p c x € iu oiKTiaiu) and leavin g their graves un atten d ed ( to to u ^ T0<J»ouq nfj
K oajieiv). Children acting in this way would lose their citizenship (árifiía )2 i and
would be prohibited from entering any temple22. Resulting from this information
two aspects related to John 19:25-27 can be better understood.
Firstly, caring for the mother o f Jesus is undertaken by an adopted son of
the mother on behalf o f Jesus, rather than, as was commonly expected, by his blood

ISSN 0257-8891 = SKRIF EN KERK Jrg 15(2) 1994

222

brothers. The Beloved Disciple takes her into his family^-*. In chapter 7:1-13 it is
stated that the blood brothers of Jesus did not believe in Him. Jesus, therefore,
does not entrust his mother to his unbelieving blood brothers, although that was the
law and custom. He rather entrusts his mother to the Beloved Disciple. Thus she is
taken up into a new community (elq xa ’íSia, Cf Joh 1:11), based on mutual love, as
the title Beloved Disciple indicates. This also solves the problem of John 2:4 where
Jesus answered his mother’s request negatively: "This is no concern of mine, woman.
My hour has not yet come". Jesus emphasises his loyalty to the plan (hour) of the
F ather which is not to be influenced by blood relationships, even that of his own
mother^**. These observations about the Jesus’ beloved community reminds us of a
description of family life by A ristotle (Nicom achean Ethics 8:1-12). In his book
A risto tle especially discusses fam ily friendship as the basis o f all kinds of
friendship^^. He concludes afterwards: 'Triendship, in short, is the bond of society"
(8:12,1)26. x h e relevance of this statem ent by A ristotle becom es clearer, if one
realizes th a t in Jo h n ’s G ospel friendship ((|)iXia) and love (áy á n ri) are used
interchangeably^'^. At the same time it should be realized that the crucified Jesus
used well-considered formulas in constructing a relationship betw een his m other
and the disciple, namely, "Mother there is your son, and to the disciple, there is your
mother". This choice of words immediately reminds the reader of the command of
Jesus to love one another in chapter 13 and in the farewell speeches^». In this way
Jesus is finishing his earthly work of love in 19:25-27 as it was anticipated in 13:1.
Secondly, it must be observed that a reference is already m ade in Joh
1:11-12 to a small group of people who received and accepted (elabon) Jesus and
has thus become "children of God". This rem ark at the beginning of the Gospel
supports the contention that the community of beloved people created by Jesus^^ is
identical with the "children of God" (Cf Joh l:12f.). In this d ee p er sense the
question why the Beloved Disciple is honoured by Jesus in chapter 13 is partially
solved. The anonymous disciple becomes the representative of the eschatological
community who is elected by God through the death and Resurrection of Christ.
From this point of view it is not surprising that the Beloved Disciple only
reaches his full importance in chapter 21. Up to 20:20 the Beloved Disciple is like
Peter, M artha and Thomas, representatives of all the disciples who are still not
understanding the full meaning of the Scripture and the earlier words of Jesus about
his Resurrection. But in chapter 21 he is first in recognizing the resurrected Jesus.
As the ideal representative of the Easter community he is indeed in the position to
write the true Gospel. For this reason the remark that he has leaned back close to
Jesus in 21:20 refers back to 13:23. In 21:24 it is said: "He it is who wrote it and we
know that his testimony is true". In this way the Johannine community supports his
representative^o.
223

TH E BELOVED DISCIPLE

RIvSULT
In generating the literary figure of the Beloved Disciple, the Johannine community
and the author gave expression to and thus defined their own self-understanding,
where their origins lie (i.e. in Jesus) and what they should be (i.e. as his disciples). If
the anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss^> is correct in contending that the mythos of
a society is expressed in a form ulation of their im portant historical experiences
transcending their day-to-day life and therefore describes their social identity, then
the author of the Gospel according to John was well advised by his community to
create this literary figure of an anonymous disciple and in this way expressing their
own identity. Like any other institution the Johannine community requires agreedupon fictions to sustain itself.
All questions concerning the identity of the Beloved Disciple, therefore,
are of such nature that any disciple could have taken his place, if only and as long as
it was given to him by Jesus. Everyone who has faith in the sense intended by the
author and who reads the Gospel according to John will recognize the truth that
Jesus has humiliated himself for those whom the Father has given him. These have
been elected by God as his children. They are included in the community of love
and friendship established by Jesus in the house (elq Ta ’íSta) of the disciple^^, whom
he loved.
NOTES:
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This paper was read during my visit to the University of P retoria as guest
professor.

2

This indication of the early Christian tradition is not so strange as is often
suggested. In G al 2:20 Paul gives an ideal definition of discipleship: "The life
I now live is not my life, but the life which Christ lives in me, and my present
mortal life is lived by faith in the Son of God, who loved me (uiou t o u 0eoO
T oO ayotnnaauxoq (le) and gave himself up for me". This caused B W Bacon,
The Fourth Gospel in Research and Debate, New Haven^ 1918, 301-331.326,
to rem ark: "In this sense Paul and whosoever has had Paul’s experience...is
the ‘disciple whom Jesus loved’" (ck xffiv ju ïG titó j i/, 6v ry/óavx ó ’lriaoug).
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J M offatt, A n Introduction to the Literature o f the New Testament, Clark,
Edinburgh 1911,565 gives decisive ground for the traditional identification of
th e favourite disciple with John, th e son of Z eb ed ee: according to the
Synoptists only two fra tern al pairs A ndrew and P ete r and th e sons of
Z ebedee are known. Only the latter could be intended in John 1:35-40.
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Mk 1:16-20 par.; 3:14-19 par.
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G ospel according to John, G ran d R apids 1991, 473, "as the most likely
identity" of the Beloved Disciple.
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E H aenchen, John. A Commentary on the Gospel o f John, II, Philadelphia
1984, 57.233-234.236-238.
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however, also R Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium II, Freiburg 1971,
405.

9
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Neirynck III, 1992, 2083-2100. 2089.2095f.
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John 10:15 should be read in the light of 15:13.
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Cf E Haenchen, op cit, 164f.
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behaviour of the guests, cf J W ettstein, Novum Testamentum Graecum I,
G raz 1752, 75If.
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The identity of "another disciple" in John 18:15 is difficult to determine. He
is mostly put on a par with the "Beloved Disciple”. If this is so, then it would
be a fu rth e r pro of that this disciple should on no account be assessed
differently from all the other disciples up to 20:22. It is hard to imagine that a
disciple of Jesus would not sever his relations with the Jewish power-elite.
H ere he, however, uses his acquaintanceship to gain access to the court of
the High Priest. Cf E Haenchen, op cit, 167.
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has believed in spite of his ignorance of the Scriptures. Peter, however, did
not. So he is superior to Peter. However, the question remains unexplained
whether the faith addressed in John 20:8 was fully valid or whether it should
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